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Purpose 
The reason for conducting this short study was to gain a better understanding of the property size 
distribution of landholdings that exists within the Northam Advisory District (NAD).  There has been 
some deal of conjecture as to the extent of property size within the district upon which some basic 
assumptions are being made for the viability of farming / agricultural industries in the district.  This 
outline may help to give a greater accuracy of the nature of the clientele of the district in decision making 
processes for district extension management and on ground activities. 
 
Method 
The Department of Agriculture and Food, Western Australia’s (DAFWA) ‘CRIS’ (Client and Resource 
Information Systems) database was used to retrieve information on property size of land as at February 
2005 for the local government areas (LGAs or shires) that make up the NAD.  Within shires, individual 
properties were identified by property name and where needed amalgamated.  Owners of a number of 
properties of land were identified from the Party Id manager number, property name, party address and 
telephone number codes.  Where properties of a landholder straddled adjacent shires, the shire in which 
the largest property or group of properties existed was nominated as the main shire for that property 
owner. 
 
Small landholder information was obtained from a data source supplied from the small landholders service 
project within DAFWA which was accurate with records from 2003 and 2004. 
 
Results 
Small landholdings 
The property data was differentiated according to property size.  Small landholdings are those properties 
that range in area from one hectare to a size of 100 ha.  Table 1 summarises the small landholder 
characteristics for each shire within the NAD. 
 
Table 1.  Number of small landholdings (properties 1 – 100 ha) in the shires of the NAD. 
 
Total area of 
shire. 
(ha) 
Total 
number of 
small land 
holdings. 
Total area small 
land holdings. 
(ha) 
Small land 
holdings % of the 
shire area. 
Shire Western shires 
Toodyay 169 164 1 894 17 668 10.4% 
Northam (Town) 2 593 167 1 070 41.3% 
Northam (Shire) 140 340 1 008 13 642 9.7% 
York 213 082 662 13 276 6.2% 
Beverley 236 758 396 11 959 5.1% 
Total Western shires 761 937 4 127 57 615 7.6% 
 Eastern shires 
Goomalling 183 378 123 3 429 1.9% 
Dowerin 186 143 40 1 054 0.6% 
Wyalkatchem 159 418 21 761 0.5% 
Cunderdin 186 090 117 2 235 1.2% 
Tammin 110 105 28 770 0.7% 
Quairading 201 497 93 3 505 1.7% 
Total Eastern shires 1 026 630 422 11 754 1.1% 
  
Total of NAD  1 788 567 4 549 69 369 3.9% 
Clearly the greatest number of small landholdings exist in the western shires of the NAD.  They occur 
predominately in the shires of Toodyay and Northam and to a lesser extent in York and Beverley.  These 
shires account for over 90% of small landholders in the NAD and have about 8% of the land area occupied 
by small landholders, totalling about 58,000ha.  The six eastern shires of the NAD have a much smaller 
number of small landholders with about 1% of total area taken up by such holdings. 
 
The total area occupied by small landholdings in the NAD is small being about 4% of the total area.  This 
equates to about 70,000ha. 
 
There has been an overall increase in the number of small landholdings in the NAD of 41% in the two 
years of 2003 and 2004 (Table 2).  Most small landholdings are in the size range of 2 – 20 ha.  Small 
landholdings in this range account for over 50% of such properties as of 2004. 
 
Table 2.  The current number of small landholdings (properties 1 – 100 ha) in each shire of the NAD 
categorised according to property size range as at 2004. 
 
Shire 
Number of 
small land 
holdings. 
(1-2 ha) 
Number of 
small land 
holdings. 
(2-20 ha) 
Number of 
small land 
holdings. 
(20-40 ha) 
Number of 
small land 
holdings. 
(40-100 ha) 
Total number 
of small land 
holdings in 
shire. 
 
Toodyay  191 1479 114 110 1 894 
Northam (Town) 62 94 3 8 167 
Northam (Shire) 196 611 67 134 1 008 
York 80 370 51 161 662 
Beverley 73 108 55 160 396 
Western shires 602 2 662 290 573 4 127 
 
Goomalling 14 41 36 32 123 
Dowerin 7 18 3 12 40 
Wyalkatchem 2 6 4 9 21 
Cunderdin 30 55 3 29 117 
Tammin 5 10 2 11 28 
Quairading 11 21 12 49 93 
Eastern shires 69 151 60 142 422 
 
2004 Totals 671 2 813 350 715 4 549 
2003 Totals 439 1 981 281 529 3 230 
% Increase on 
2003 52.8% 42.0% 24.6% 35.2% 40.8% 
 
Larger landholdings 
The nature of properties greater than 100 ha is documented in table 3 for each shire in the NAD.  
Properties of 100 ha or more in size occupy 75% of the area of the NAD.  There is less total area per shire 
devoted to these in the western shires than in the east.  The size of properties in the western shires is also 
markedly less than those in the east being 30 – 50% smaller on average.  Yet the largest property in the 
NAD exists in the Toodyay shire. 
 
 
Table 3.  Characteristics of larger properties (> 100ha) within the shires of the NAD as at May 2005. 
 
 
Number of 
properties 
100ha or 
more. 
Total area 
of these 
properties. 
(ha) 
% of 
the 
shire 
area. 
Average 
property 
size.  
(ha) 
Median 
size of 
properties. 
(ha) 
75 
percentile 
size. 
 (ha) 
Number 
of 
properties 
> 1000ha. 
Number 
of 
properties 
> 1500ha. 
Largest 
landholding 
in shire. 
(ha) 
 Western shires 
Toodyay 129 90 308 53.4% 700 370 739 22 12 9 132 
Northam (Shire) 179 99 161 70.7% 553 391 663 24 14 3 117 
York 188 142 983 67.1% 790 471 1 057 48 30 3 302 
Beverley 171 134 370 56.8% 786 608 1 002 43 23 4 654 
Total Western 
shires 667 466 822 61.3% 700   137 79  
 Eastern shires 
Goomalling 140 152 531 83.2% 1 090 886 1 478 57 32 4 666 
Dowerin 131 165 183 88.7% 1 260 994 1 747 64 43 5 811 
Wyalkatchem 93 123 890 77.7% 1 332 917 1 687 43 30 5 600 
Cunderdin 129 180 993 97.3% 1 403 1 209 1 797 76 43 5 894 
Tammin 141 86 482 78.5% 613 1 360 1 892 33 23 5 203 
Quairading 147 166 120 82.4% 1 130 860 1 360 67 34 5 911 
Total Eastern 
shires 781 875 199 85.2% 1 121   340 205  
  
Total of NAD  1 448 1 342 021 75.0% 9 657   477 284  
 
 
 
 
Implications for the Department of Agriculture and Food 
 
Small landholdings 
Consistent with some earlier findings (Russell, 2005), there is a dichotomy between the four western and 
six eastern shires of the NAD.  Landholdings are much smaller and more prominent in the western shires 
than those in the eastern shires of the NAD.   Small landholdings of less than 100 ha are 3 times more 
prominent in the NAD than landholdings greater than 100 ha.  These small landholdings occupy about 4% 
of the land in the NAD.   
 
Small landholders may be a source of diverse niche agricultural and cottage industries as well as 
‘Lifestylers’ and ‘Tree Changers’.  This large and increasing number of small landholdings especially in 
the western shires raises issues with biosecurity, absentee land owners, resource management, fire control 
issues as communicated by a shire fire officer not to mention local political representation in local 
government areas on issues that may begin to impact on the operations of the larger landholders farming 
practices.  For instance use of pesticides and chemicals, and maybe even surface water drainage. 
 
Peri urban area 
The current recent trend of greatly increasing values in housing and land within the Perth metropolitan 
area has had a knock on effect on the economics of land values rising 16% in Western Australia (REIWA, 
2005) and expanding Perth metropolitan area impacts.  Investment and settlement is beginning to look east  
of the metropolitan area as the southern and northern areas for ‘Sea changers’ and ‘Lifestylers’ now have 
less options for settlement close to Perth. 
 
NRM issues especially impacting the localised areas of the Avon River Basin (i.e. Avon Arc) from the 
activities of small landholders are not well documented.  These could be both positive or adverse to the 
management of the environment.  Are there opportunities to act with other organisations such as the Avon 
Catchment Council, Department of Environment and Conservation or the small landholders project of the 
DAFWA? 
 
Large landholdings 
The methodology employed in estimating property size of the larger landholdings (those > 100 ha) may 
err on the size of underestimating property size for some larger farm enterprises.  Farm enterprises may 
consist of a number of properties split between individual members of a family or in cooperative 
partnership.  This was not easily differentiated in the CRIS data set.  Likewise, there is no knowledge of 
leasing arrangements of properties.  Hence some farm enterprises in the NAD may be larger than the data 
in table 3 suggests but with fewer actual landholders.  This may be by about 15 - 20% if comparisons to 
the 1999 ABS figures (AgStats) are used (Russell, 2005). 
 
The information detailed in table 3 raises some doubts about earlier assumptions that have been given to 
farmer property size in the NAD.  The Situation Statement (2003) delivered by the Northam Farming 
Systems Project is in serious error in its assumed property size for the agroecological zones 253.1, 256 and 
258.3 which account for about 90% of the NAD.  The actual average property sizes are in reality only 
66% (in zone 253.1), 23% (in zone 256), 47% (in zone 253.8) respectively of the quoted or assumed 
average size in that document.  Assumptions of average property sizes quoted in the situation statement in 
the order of 2 400 ha and 3 400 ha are clearly too large, as are the economic details that go along with this. 
 
Economic analysis such as the regional farm model (RFM; Evans, 2005) is based on a real farm in the 
district of 2 330 ha.  While useful for reporting purposes, this is relevant for only a minority of land 
holders in the NAD to make comparisons directly with the RFM findings that are produced quarterly, or 
for that case for the RFM to give a true indication of the ‘economic health’ of farms in the NAD.  Only 20 
- 25% of all larger landholders in the NAD seem to have properties greater than 1 500 ha.  Model farms 
and uses of bioeconomic models such as MIDAS may well have less relevance for properties in the 
western shires.  Using these to develop farm management packages especially for properties in the 
western shires may be of limited value.  A greater understanding of the underlying economic factors that 
underpin more typical properties within the district needs to be investigated and this should include off-
farm income and assets.  Reports that off-farm income has provided around 65% of total household 
income on broadacre farms across Australia (Productivity Commission, 2005) indicates that for many 
farms, farming does not supply all of a “farming family’s” income and this may be even more the case in 
the NAD. 
 
The data presented reinforces observations of less diversity in the commodities grown of some larger 
properties’ farming enterprise structure in the western area of the NAD.  Scale of enterprise, capital 
expenditure, landscape limitations and the resulting degree of farm management may dictate this.  As a 
result, ‘simple’ farm operations are more likely to be undertaken.  This explains the more common pasture 
/ cereal cropping operations that are often seen in the western area of the NAD.  While to the east where 
farm enterprises have even larger properties, farm operations are able to incorporate more diverse and 
cropping intensive systems on the land. 
 
DAFWA extension plans 
Who is the DAFWA through the CCS trying to influence with extension activities in the NAD?  Is a focus 
on broadacre cropping systems likely to disregard the needs of the landholders who collectively manage 
the greater area of the NAD, principally as it seems with pasture and livestock systems?  Are many 
property owners able to attend meetings if they are also deriving the greater proportion of their income 
from off farm activities?  Are there parallels to the situation outlined by Stephenson (2003) in the USA 
evident here in the NAD, where the conventional thoughts of DAFWA’s extension plans, operations and 
methods may be in need of review to target appropriate research and extension in the district. 
 
The Farm Business Review (FBR) that occurs each year in autumn targeting landholders of 1000 ha or 
more is only collecting information on issues from a small proportion of total land owners.  A number of 
these are being surveyed too frequently due to the small number of landholders in a shire farming greater 
than 1000 ha.  Would it be better that the FBR have a more equitable break down to cover some of the less 
larger and maybe even some smaller landholders and their issues within the NAD? 
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